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Rationale & Overview

A total of two discussion groups were conducted via telephone, between October 21 and October 24, 2002.  One group was conducted among the AASL @ your library taskforce members while the other group was with AASL member school library media specialists.  

The purpose of these discussions was to refine messages for the @ your library campaign for school library media centers.  The groups were designed to learn more about what kinds of supporting talking points and ideas participants believe the campaign should or should not emphasize.  

Group participants’ key perceptions about the campaign and its elements are summarized below:

· The most popular message is “School librarians are critical to the learning experience.”  Participants would like to highlight the collaborative partnerships school library media specialists form with parents, students, teachers and administrators, as well as their role as educators.
· Participants also respond well to the message “School librarians ensure a lifetime of achievement.”  Many believe this message highlights their goal of teaching students to become critical-thinkers and independent learners, although some would like more focus on more immediate achievements such as their influence on student achievement tests.
· Other language to explore includes “technological innovators,” “information navigators,” and “information managers.”  This language should tie into school library media specialists’ unique role in educating teachers and students on new technology and guiding them to the best resources and information. 

· In contrast, most do not care for the “world of knowledge” message. Many suggest this message is too vague and that the important pieces have already been incorporated into the other themes.  However, several say this message may appeal to parents and students.

· The main goal for this campaign is seen as generating and/or increasing support for school library media specialists as professionals. They want to be seen as teachers and collaborators, who play a unique role in schools and are valuable assets and active players in student achievement.
· However, participants also want to be careful not to overstate their role in the learning community or offend other stakeholders.  They want to stress that they are  “generalist” teachers and partners in the education process.

A detailed description of the discussions surrounding each theme follows.

“School libraries promote a lifetime of achievement”
This message was well received by participants.  They believe this message is important for the campaign to communicate, especially to fellow teachers and administrators.  Many feel this theme fits with their goal of creating critical-thinkers and independent learners.  These transferable skills, according to participants, will help kids function and succeed in the real world.

However, many participants stressed that they would like to see “school libraries” changed to “school librarians” throughout all of the messages. They emphasize that it is the librarian, not the library, which promotes student achievement and they would like the campaign to focus on school library media specialists as professionals. 

“A school library media center is only as strong as its staff.”
· Likewise, several prefer to tailor the message to school library media specialists by keeping “students” prevalent in the language of the message – highlighting the promotion of “student achievement.”

· Some participants would prefer the message focus more on the immediate impact that these librarians have on students – such as higher test scores and information literacy – as opposed to the future or “lifetime” impacts.

· Additionally, some feel that “promote” is too passive a word to use in this theme and is to general to be unique to them. They say that everyone (e.g., teachers, librarians, parents, etc.) promotes a lifetime of achievement.  “Empower,” “ensure,” and “a commitment to” are some suggested replacements. 

Participants stress messages along this theme need to be supported with relevant success stories, testimonials, and empirical data. For example, some school libraries have become more contemporary while improving student vocabulary by adding comic books to their collections and holding student-led book clubs, while others have data linking library efforts and programs to increased scores on student achievement tests.  

Communication Implications
· This message theme is important to members and should be emphasized.

· Keep the message focused on school library media specialists, as opposed to library centers or programs.

· Make the messages unique to school library media specialists by highlighting their relationship with students and their role in the education process.

· Use action verbs to keep the messages current and exciting.

· Explore messages highlighting the immediate impact of school library media specialists and programs on students, as well as those more focused on transferable or “lifetime” skills.

· Messages should be illustrated with success stories, interesting programs and empirical data.

“School libraries are central to the learning experience”
This message is viewed as positive and important by participants and is the most popular across both groups.  Most participants suggest that this message could encompass the key points from the other messages. 

Participants like that this message focuses on the idea that librarians, because they are essential to the learning community, cultivate education.  They especially want to highlight their collaborative partnerships with other players in the education community on curriculum, programs, technologies, and so forth.  

“We are great sharers.”
· Many believe this message is key in communicating their value as professionals to their fellow teachers and administrators – a critical audience according to many participants in both groups.

· Further, many of the school library media specialists would like to see this theme targeted at future librarians. They are concerned about the shortage of certified librarians and feel this theme could encourage potential candidates. 

Additionally, school library media specialists suggest that a leadership component be added to this theme to highlight the leadership role that librarians play in education.

· They want to focus on their role as “generalist” teachers, proactive collaborators and mentors – sharing information, teaching information literacy, guiding teachers and students to information they need (and showing them what to do with the information), and giving input into lesson plans and curriculum.  Many say they operate as teaching and information consultants for all of the different audiences.

· Participants again stressed that they would like to see “school libraries” changed to “school librarians.” It is the librarian, not the library, which is essential to learning. 

Participants caution, however, that they do not want to offend or make teachers defensive by suggesting that librarians “do it all.”

· Participants from both groups want to make sure to communicate that librarians are partners – working with teachers and other members of the education community to enhance the learning process. They stress that this collaborative spirit, along with their “generalist” perspective, is what makes library media specialists’ role unique and critical.

· In this vein, some feel that the use of “central” may offend fellow teachers and suggest that it be replaced with “essential” or “critical to.”

Communication Implications
· Overall, this message resonates the best with the audiences and is viewed as an umbrella message for other key messages.  

· Exemplify that librarians are full partners in the learning experience and are active participants in educating students.  

· Test messages emphasizing the proactive leadership and teaching roles of school library media specialists.

· Replace the current wording of “central” with “essential” or “critical to” to avoid offending other stakeholders.  

· Illustrate this message with examples of collaborative projects or partnerships – such as joint development of curriculum or program development. 

“School librarians are technological leaders in the education community”
This message is met with mixed reactions.  While some like the general theme of technology, others worry the message may have the wrong focus.  Many feel that librarians are not “technological leaders” but more of “technological innovators.” 

The immediate reaction to this message from many participants is that the theme should not focus on the delivery vehicle of information (technology) but more on the librarian providing expertise in acquiring information. 

· Several participants say this message is inaccurate.  They say their school has a technical person or department that deals with hardware and software acquisitions and maintenance, and do not want to offend these colleagues by saying they are the technological leaders.  And, most say they do not even want to play that role.

“I am very concerned about being inclusive – the backbone of the technological system is mostly out of my hands.”

· Participants stress that they are more accurately “technology innovators” because they are often the first group within a school to receive new technology (e.g., computers, digital cameras, VCRs, etc.) and they teach others how to use the equipment or software and help teachers integrate these technologies into the curriculum.

“We often act as a technological resource.”

· Many also want a message that focuses more broadly on their roles as information managers.  They say their specialty is figuring out what resources are needed (both inside and outside of the school building) and the best ways to access that information, as well as keeping that information current and organized. 

Many also view this message as vague and somewhat passive.  They want more excitement and action in the language.

· Some also suggest that “education community” should be changed to “learning community.”

Communication Implications
· Re-focus this message on the role of school library media specialists in integrating innovative technologies into their centers and into classroom curriculum.

· Test language around the information management role these specialists play.

· Use more active language.
“School libraries provide students with a world of knowledge”
Participants tend to find this message the least compelling.  The pieces they like about this message – the depth of resources, their role as information navigators and educators – are, according to participants, covered more effectively in the previous messages. 

Additionally, many feel this message is not truly unique to their role as school library media specialists.  They would like to better distinguish between their specific role and the roles of other educators and public librarians. 

· Some also prefer a focus on information as opposed to knowledge, pointing out that library media specialist provide information not knowledge.

· Participants again stressed that they would like to see “school libraries” changed to “school librarians.”

A few participants say, however, that this message may appeal more to parents and students, which are also important audiences.

Communication Implications
· Put less emphasis on this message, though still test it with parent and student audiences.

· In illustrating this message, be sure to focus on the unique role of library media specialists.

· Change “knowledge” to “information.”

Goals for the campaign
Primarily, participants, in the end, want to generate and/or increase support for their profession. They want to be seen as teachers and collaborators, who play a unique role in schools and are valuable assets and active players in student achievement.

According to participants, the key audiences are teachers, principals and administrators, as well as less informed school library media specialists and possible future school librarians.  These school library media specialists believe most of these stakeholders do not understand their value to students or the benefits of collaborating with them.  They want to educate these stakeholders on what they have to offer, what programs they develop and support, and how much effort is put into their work with students, teachers, parents, and administrators.

Another reason to shore up support among these colleague audiences is funding and staffing.  While many believe schools will not cut out library resources, they are seeing a trend of replacing library professionals with untrained “librarians” to save money as well as cutting back on funding for new resources.  Many would also like to communicate with elected officials about these issues. 
Other important audiences for these participants are parents and students.  They believe parents can be one of their most powerful advocates with administrators and fellow teachers, especially when parents understand the impact school librarians and programs have on their child’s achievement in school and throughout their lives. 
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